PATIENTS AND METHODS
The records of all patients recorded by the medical staff as 'overdose' or poisoning in the Accident and Emergency Register at the Royal Victoria Hospital, Belfast from 1973 to 1976 were personally studied by the author. Any records not fitting the diagnosis were discarded. Information on age, sex, drug taken, drug combination or combination with alcohol was obtained retrospectively from the patients' accident and emergency notes. An attempt was also made to determine the proportion of patients who had taken a-previous drug overdose, and to evaluate the motive for the overdose; these figures were less reliable as only the information recorded could be analysed.
RESULTS
The number of overdoses each year has increased over the period under review (Table 1 ). The monthly figures were also determined but no definite pattern throughout the year could be ascertained. The annual number of new attendances The number of overdoses occuring in each decade has been reviewed. Patients under the age of 13 are not seen at this Department. The number of overdoses increased very rapidly from the 13-15 age group to a high level in the 15-19 age group. The first three years of the survey showed a peak incidence in this 15-19 group whereas the fourth year (1976) showed a peak in the 20-24 age group. The fall away from the peak was fairly steady in all years, reaching very low levels in the sixth decade.
The drugs taken were classified into 5 groups (Table II) . Group 1, the antidepressants, forms a small percentage but this has doubled over the period. Group 2, the non-barbituate tranquilliser/hypnotics (in particular the benzodiazapine compounds) forms the major section of the drugs taken as overdoses. (1976) . The number of patients who took a combination of drugs or a combination of drug(s) with alcohol was calculated from the total number of patient overdoses in each year (Table III) . Both types of combination overdoses have An attempt was also made to classify the overdoses into (a) suicidal, (b) accidental or (c) those which were intentional but which did not intend suicide. The percentage in the intended suicidal group were 6.0 in 1973, 6.0 in 1974, 9.0 in 1975, 12.0 
'DISPOSAL' OF PATIENTS FROM ACCIDENT AND EMERGENCY UNIT
The majority of 'overdose' patients are admitted to the observation word. This indicates the probability of discharge from hospital the next day. However, should the patient's condition necessitate it the patient may be admitted to a general medical ward or psychiatric ward the next day. (Lyons and Bindal, 1977) in that the majority of patients who take overdoses are young women. The greater female: male ratios tended to be in the younger age groups. Previous studies have shown an even higher proportion of female patients and Ghodse (1977) showed a F: M ratio of 2.2: 1 in London.
The peak age of overdosos was in the 15-19 group in 1973, 1974 and 1975 and in the 20-24 group in 1976 . This confirms other studies which show a peak in the younger age group although the 15-19 years peak is younger than most. Although the number of overdoses has increased the number of patients actually intending suicide remains low. Recorded suicides inNorthern Ireland were reduced by half from 1964 to 1970 (Lyons, H.A., 1972 22p in 1973 and 24p in 1974 (9 per cent increase). The overall increase in the price of alcoholic drinks during this period was thus 15 per cent. The increase in expenditure is therefore greatly in excess of the increase in prices and must reflect a true increase in alcoholic consumption per household. One cause of increased consumption may be the fact that the price of alcoholic beverages relative to other food has decreased recently. It has been estimated that the number of minutes work required for a male manual worker to pay for a large loaf (13 pounds), 1 pint of beer and a bottle of whiskey have changed from 9, 23 and 659 respectively in 1950 to 11, 12 and 209 in 1976 (Spring and Buss, 1977) . Increased alcoholic consumption may be reflected in the driving offences involving alcohol or drugs and these have increased steadily, 980 in Northern Ireland in 1974, 1210 in 1975 (personal communication from Dr. R. B. Irwin).
If there is an increase in alcoholic consumption in the population as a whole, there will be an increase in the younger age group. But there has probably been a relatively greater increase in the consumption of alcohol in the younger age groups. Advertising is aimed more and more at this age group, which is more susceptible to pressures both from advertising and social popularity. The same type of individual tends to abuse alcohol and drugs. Alcohol is itself a drug and the same effect can be had from both sources, individually or in combination. SUMMARY Drug overdoses seen at the Accident and Emergency Department, Royal Victoria Hospital during the years 1973-1976 were analysed. The total number of overdoses increased from 385 in 1973 to 459 in 1976, the ratio of females to males being approximately 2: 1 and the peak incidence being in the 15-24 age range. The drugs taken were mainly tranquilliser/hypnotics, with benzodiazapines being by far the most common. A fall in incidence of barbiturate overdosage was noted but a rise in overdosage by dextropropoxyphene with paracetamol (Distalgesic). Drug combinations increased from 18 per cent to 26 per cent over the four years, and combinations with alcohol increased even more from 20 per cent to 33 per cent. Disposal of patients from the accident and emergency department was analysed.
